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The Michigan Department of Education and the Physical Education Safety Advisory
Group, contracted with Nancy M. Giardina, Ed.D from the Department of Movement
Science at Grand Valley State University to provide teachers and administrators with
fundamental recommendations regarding safety concerns and practices for conducting
physical education classes in grades PreK-1.2. This position statement and
recommendations were developed after reviewing research journals, physical education
preparation textbooks, principles of safety, safety guidelines from American and
Canadian professional physical education associations, as well as input from reviews
(Abreu et aI, 1999; Dougherty, 1993).

It is our expectation that this position paper will help raise awareness and understanding
of safety issues and that the implementation of these recommendations will decrease the
risk of unintentional injuries for students in the class setting. This paper will be made
available to school personnel and the general public on our website.

The Safety Guidelines will be an important tool for physical education staff as they work
to further their professional development through a more detailed understanding of
fundamental safety recommendations and legal liability to reduce unintentional injuries
during physical education and physical activities.

It is recommended that the State Board of Education aDDrove the Position PaDer on
Safe.t;y Concerns in Phvsical Education Classes Grades PreK-12 as attached to the
Superintendent's memorandum dated November 26.2002.
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POSITION STATEMENT:
SAFETY CONCERNS IN PHYSICAL EDUCATION CLASS

GRADES PREK-12

INTRODUCTION

The purpose of this paper is to give teachers and administrators fundamental
recommendations regarding safety concerns and practices for conducting physical education
classes in grades PreK-12. The paper will focus on the physical education curriculum program
rather than recess or intramural and school sports, although many of the recommendations would
apply to them as well.

These recommendations focus on legal liability concepts related to negligence,
instruction, supervision, and the environment, which includes facilities and equipment. These
common safety themes were addressed in numerous articles, documents, and presentation
textbooks for physical education professionals. Physical education teachers and school
administrators need to be aware of their legal responsibilities and implement appropriate
practices to create safe conditions for students in grades PreK-12.

It is important to note that implementing these recommendations will not guarantee the
complete elimination of unintentional injuries in physical education classes. However,
awareness, understanding, and implementation of these recommendations should decrease the
risk of unintentional injuries for students in the class setting.

SAFETY LITERATURE IN PHYSICAL EDUCATION AND SPORTS
IN SCHOOL SETTINGS

This position statement and recommendations were developed after reviewing research
journals, physical education preparation textbooks, principles of safety, safety guidelines from
American and .Canadian professional physical education associations, as well as input from
reviewers (Abreu et aI, 1999; Dougherty, 1993). Safety literature in PreK-12 physical education
classes can be categorized into four broad areas of safety concern, including: general safety
concerns for school students (van der Smissen, 1990; Chan et aI, 1996), student safety while
participating in school sport activities (Borkowski, 1998: Carpenter, 2000; Athletic
Administration, 1998), student safety on school playgrounds (Beckwith, 1990; Hudson, 1997;
Smith, 1998; Thompson & Hudson, 1997), and safety concerns for students participating in
physical education classes (Bucher, 1987; Darst, 1997; Hart, 1992 & 1993; Horine, 1985; Rink,
1998; Siedentop, 1991).

Several common themes such as the establishment of general and emergency safety
procedures and guidelines for reducing the risk of injury to students and faculty, knowledge of
legal responsibilities, and context specific safety issues emerged from the literature in these
areas. A further review of the context specific literature revealed numerous safety guidelines and
procedures that are activity or sport specific. For example, specific information regarding safety
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issues can be obtained from the USA Gymnastics Safety Handbook (1998), Safety in American
Football (1997), Outdoor Recreation Safety (1998), and numerous other sport organizations and
associations.

Most of the safety discussions in this review are linked to the prevention of tort claims in
the legal process. Tort claims are claims of personal injury due to negligence of a teacher or
other school personnel. Physical education teachers and program administrators need to be
aware of all safety issues related to instruction and supervision, as well as the environment.
Therefore, the position statement and recommendations presented in this paper were developed
based on the conclusion that physical educators and administrators could benefit from utilizing
this information to provide safer learning experiences for PreK-12 students. The primary goal of
this position statement is to minimize unintentional injuries during physical education classes.

2

I, C4""liR



SAFETY CONCERNS AND INSTRUCTION

Physical education teachers select age and developmentally appropriate learning
activities for students and provide appropriately sequenced instruction and activities that reflect a
logical progression across lessons within units of activity.

Teachers should remind students of potential hazards or risks and provide feedback as
they participate in learning activities.

It is recommended that teachers:

1. Select learning activities that are identified in the school's physical education
curriculum, which should be aligned with Michigan K-12 Physical Education Content
Standards & Benchmarks.

2. Clearly present learning activities in daily lesson and unit plans.

3. Demonstrate current knowledge and skills related to the content and instructional
techniques for assigned activities.

4. Assess student readiness to participate in specific learning activities.

5. Provide feedback to students during instruction.

6. Allow time for students to make verbal and written adjustments to the lesson to
minimize unintentional injury.

7. Promote safety awareness by providing continuous warnings and reminders about
potential hazards to students before and during participation in learning activities.

It is recommended that administrators:

1. Provide instructional supervision to physical education teachers to facilitate the
implementation of the school's physical education curriculum.

2. Provide staff development opportunities for safety in physical education for teachers.

3. Support appropriate development and/or adoption of written safety guidelines for
each activity or sport in the curriculum.

4. Make district/building safety guidelines available to teachers, students, and parents.

I
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RECOMMENDATIONS FOR SAFE SUPERVISION

Physical education teachers supervise students with safety in mind. Effective supervision
is often described as two-dimensional: general and specific. General supervision refers to the
broad supervision of an entire physical education environment. In this dimension, the teacher
can see the entire class, detect students using improper procedures, and determine if students are
engaged in potentially hazardous behavior. Specific supervision refers to interactions between
the teacher and one student or a small group of students. In this dimension, the teacher can
provide feedback to an individual student, or the group, to reinforce safe procedures or provide
direct support to a student doing a difficult or advanced skill.

To minimize unintentional injuries, physical education teachers provide supervision in
both dimensions. Administrators must facilitate supervision by providing adequate teaching staff
immediately before, during, and after class.

It is recommended that teachers:

1. Develop and follow written safety procedures and policies for student behavior that
includes appropriate conduct before and after class, in locker rooms, gymnasiums,
and other indoor and outdoor teaching areas.

2. Position themselves to maximize visual contact of students.

3. Review the general safety policies and frequently remind students of correct safety

procedures.

It is recommended that administrators:

1. Assign a sufficient number of teachers to supervise students immediately before,
during, and after physical education class sessions.

2. Follow, promote, and enforce general safety procedures and policies for student
behavior in physical education class.
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RECOMMENDATIONS FOR A SAFE PHYSICAL EDUCATION ENVIRONMENT

Physical education teachers provide a safe environment for students in class settings.
Preparing the learning environment prior to class is one aspect of this. It is important to inspect
the facility or teaching area for potential hazards and proper function, including both indoor and
outdoor facilities. Indoor facilities include spaces such as locker rooms, main gymnasiums,
auxiliary gymnasiums, all-purpose rooms, weight rooms, dance studios, swimming pools, rock
climbing facilities, and classrooms. Outdoor facilities may include spaces such as designated
tracks, sport fields, general field space, blacktop areas, fitness trails, racquet sports courts,
playgrounds, and parking lots used for instruction.

The use of off-school property for instructional purposes has special considerations. For
example, town, city, or county park property adjacent to school property may be used for
instruction. Physical education teachers should ensure that these facilities have been inspected
prior to use.

In addition to preparing facilities, physical education teachers need to be conscious of
how they will use the space. Unintentional injury may be caused by inappropriate use of space.
Typical examples of misuse are conducting class when inappropriate equipment is dangerously
close, setting finish lines too close to interior walls, or not having an adequate buffer zone
between multiple activities. Administrators should help teachers prepare by addressing facility
concerns when reported by teachers.

It is recommended that teachers:

1. Inspect facilities before and after each physical education class for hazardous or
potentially hazardous conditions.

2. Implement procedures to prevent unintentional injuries in facilities where potentially
unsafe conditions exist.

3. Organize space in a manner that allows for an adequate buffer zone between
activities.

It is recommended that administrators address physical facility concerns when reported
by physical education teachers, students, parents, or community members.
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RECOMMENDATIONS FOR SAFE PHYSICAL EDUCATION EQUIPMENT

Physical education teachers select and provide class equipment that prevents
unintentional injuries and maximizes safety during use. Providing safe equipment may include
selecting, purchasing, reconditioning, repairing, and replacing equipment.

Teachers select the appropriate equipment by considering the age and ability of the
students. Teachers make selections and provide safety equipment specific to each unit of activity
in the physical education curriculum. This includes, but is not limited to: helmets, protective
eye wear, face masks, goalie pads, shin guards, etc. Administrators should review equipment
requests, facilitate the teachers' selections and equipment maintenance, and closely review
equipment concerns when teachers report them.

It is recommended that teachers:

1. Select and request the purchase of developmentally appropriate equipment.

2. Visually inspect physical education equipment daily and before and after each class
seSSIon.

3. Instruct students on how to inspect the equipment and remind them to do so before
using the equipment.

4. Provide safety equipment for specific sports and require its use during instruction and

play.

It is recommended that administrators:

1. Respond to reported equipment concerns as soon as possible.

2. Facilitate equipment purchases to meet safety guidelines or specifications.

3. Facilitate inspections and checks to meet the safety guidelines or specifications.

i
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RECOMMENDATIONS REGARDING GENERAL SAFETY PROCEDURES FOR
PHYSICAL EDUCATION CLASSES

Physical education curricular programs have general safety procedures and policies that
are generic to student safety. They include: development of a safety committee, an emergency
action plan, access to a phone or hand held radio, means to obtain student medical information,
an accident reporting method, facilities and equipment inspections, activity specific safety
checklists, and safety signs. In addition, safety policies regarding student behavior should be
communicated and reinforced throughout the school year, including: appropriate clothing,
footwear, jewelry, eye wear, and conduct when using facilities, locker room, and equipment.

It is recommended that teachers:

1. Develop and post student behavior safety policies for physical education classes.

2. Develop and use activity specific safety checklists daily.

3. Communicate all physical education safety policies and procedures to students, and
parents/guardians at the beginning of each semester and for each specialty unit that
requires additional policies and procedures to be reinforced (i.e. archery, gymnastics,

swimming, etc.).

It is recommended that administrators:

1. Establish a physical education safety sub-committee as a part of a Coordinated School
Health Team or School Improvement Team.

2. Facilitate the development of an emergency action plan for physical education
classes, taking into consideration indoor, outdoor, aquatic, and community activities
and facilities.

3. Support and post safety signs in physical education facilities and on appropriate

equipment.

7

J , c.."",,~,,.lc



REFERENCES

Abreu, Michelle; Amos, Sue; Leith, Pat; Leroux, Rick; McConnell, Wes; O'Connor, Kate;
Soroko, Bob. (1999). Physical Education: Ontario safety guidelines, elementary
curricular guidelines; Provincial physical education curricular safety guidelines
elementary document; Provincial physical education curricular safety guidelines
secondary document. OPHEA, Ontario, Canada.

Beckwith, Jay. (1990). All Fall Down: Today's Playground Safety. School Business Affairs.

Borkowski, Richard, P. (1998). The School Sports Safety Handbook. LRP Publications,
Horsham, P A.

Bucher, Charles A. (1987). Management of Physical Education and Athletic Programs. Times
Mirror/Mosby College Publishing, St. Louis, MO.

Carpenter, Linda Jean (2000). Legal Concepts in Sport: A Primer, Second Edition.
AAALF/Sagamore. www.sagamoreRub.com or AAHPERD Publications 1-800-21-0789.
Best single source for ~ legal information for the practitioner.

Chan, Tak Cheung; Morgan, P. Lena. (1996). Physical Environment and Student Safety in South
Georgia Schools. Paper presented at the Annual Meeting of the Georgia Educational
Research Association, Atlanta, GA.

Darst, Paul W.; Pangrazi, Robert P. (1997). Dynamic Physical Education for Secondary School
Students. Allyn and Bacon, Needham Heights, MA.

Dougherty, Neil J. (1993). Principles of Safety in Physical Education and Sport. Revised
Edition. NASPE, AAHPERD Publications, Reston VA.

Dougherty, Neil (Ed.), (1998). Outdoor Recreation Safety. Champaign, IL: Human
Kinetics/ AAALF. www.hkusa.com. 1-800-747-4457. Chapters on legal responsibility,
managing medical emergencies, and safety guidelines for 16 outdoor recreational
activities.

Guthrie, Steven P. (1997). Actual Risk and Perceived Risk: Implications for Teaching Judgment
and Decision-Making To Leaders. Aventuras en Mexico: Proceedings of the
International Conference on Outdoor recreation and Education.

Hart, James E.; Ritson, Robert J. (1992). Liability and Safety in Physical Education and Sport:
A Practitioner's Guide to the Legal Aspects of Teaching and Coaching in Elementary and
Secondary Schools. AAHPERD, Reston, VA.

Hart, James E. (1993). Liability and Safety in Physical Education and Sport: A Practitioner's
Guide to the Legal Aspects of Teaching and Coaching in Elementary and Secondary
Schools. NASPE, AAHPERD Publications, Reston, VA.

8



Horine, Larry. (1985). Administration of Physical Education and Sport Programs. Wm. C.
Brown Publishers, Dubuque, IA.

Hoerner, Earl F. (Ed.), (1997). Safety in American Football. West Conshohocken, PA: ASTM.
www .astm.org. Good material on a variety of safety issues surrounding tackle football.
The American Society for testing and materials is also a prime source of standards for a
wide variety of athletic equipment and facility related items such as fencing and floors.

Hudson, Susan D.; Thompson, Donna; Mack, Mick G. (1997). Are We Safe Yet? A Twenty-
Five- Year Look at Playground Safety. Journal of Physical Education, Recreation and
Dance.

National Interscholastic Athletic Administrator's Association. Athletic Administration: A
Comprehensive Guide (1998). Kansas City, MO: Comprehensive collection of
checklists and guidelines for all aspects of intercollegiate athletics. This is an excellent
source for athletic directors.

Rink, Judith E. (1998). Teaching Physical Education for Learning. WCB/McGraw Hill,
Dubuque, IA.

Rowe, Roger, E. (1997). Risk Management: A Leader's Responsibility. Arkansas State
Department of Health, Little Rick, AR.

Saunders, Carol Silverman. (1994). Safe at School: Awareness and Action for Parents of Kids
Grades K-12. Free Spirit Publishing, Inc., Minneapolis, MN.

Siedentop, Daryl. (1991). Developing Teaching Skills in Physical Education. Mayfield
Publishing Company, Mountain View, CA.

Smith, Stephen J. (1998). Risk and Our Pedagogical Relation to Children: On the Playground
and Beyond. SUNY Series, Early Childhood Education: Inquiries and Insights. State
University of New York Press, Albany, NY.

Thompson, Donna; Hudson, Susan D. (1997). SAFE: Making Your Children Safer on Public
Playgrounds. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, Atlanta, GA.

USA Gymnastics Publications. USA Gymnastics Safety Handbook for Gymnastics and other
Sport Activities. (1998). Indianapolis, IN: www.usa-gyrm:!astics.org. This text is used as
evidence in virtually every lawsuit involving gymnastics. No one should conduct a
gymnastics activity without checking here first. USA Gymnastics also provides safety
training and certification, which is highly recommended for gymnastics coaches.

van der Smissen, Betty (1990). Legal Liability and Risk Management for Public and Private
Entities. Cincinnati, OH: Anderson Publishing Co. Best and most comprehensive source
for information related to liability for schools and recreation programs.

9


